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ABSTRACT

This paper presents the initial findings from an
ethnographic case study, focusing on the mixed-method research strategy used
in the MacArthur Comprehensive Child Development Project Follow-up Study. The
aim of the study was to expand the understanding of children's developmental
trajectories as they traverse the elementary school years. Approximately 400
children, their families, schools, and communities are participating in a
longitudinal study from kindergarten through third grade. Twenty-three
children were selected from the larger sample for ethnographic case studies,
involving in-depth interviews with teachers, other school personnel, parents
or caregivers, and the children themselves; and participant observations in
schools and classrooms. This paper presents three case study vignettes of
children in the second grade, each highlighting a different aspect of
family-school communication from the perspective of the children's parents,
and highlights the methodological strengths of ethnography. The paper notes
that participant observation revealed factors related to the effectiveness of
parent-teacher conferences in supporting children's learning. An ethnographic
interview revealed one' parent's construction of a school's attempts to
address her child's behavior problems. The third vignette uncovered the
complexity and contradictions and race, racism, and informal communication
between home and child for one African-American child. (KB)
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A Mixed Method Approach to Understanding Family-School Communication

Heather Weiss, Jane Dirks, Kim Friedman, Gisella Hanley, Holly Kreider,
Eliot Levine, Ellen Mayer, Carol McAllister, Peggy Vaughan, Jane Wellenkampl

Child development researchers are increasingly recognizing the value of mixed method
approaches for capitalizing on the strengths of diverse frameworks for social inquiry. By
thoughtfully integrating quantitative and qualitative methods, for example, we can
transcend paradigmatic boundaries and generate complementary and mutually
informative sources of knowledge (Greene & Caracelli, 1997).

In this paper, we describe the mixed-method strategy we adopted in the MacArthur
Comprehensive Child Development Project (CCDP) Follow-up Study, focusing on the
contribution of ethnographic inquiry to the overall research process. The aim of the study
is to expand our understanding of children’s developmental trajectories as they traverse
the elementary school years. This is being accomplished through research with
approximately 400 children, their families, schools, and communities. The study follows
these children from kindergarten through the third grade, relying on a variety of
quantitative measures, including teacher and principal questionnaires, structured parent
interviews, and child assessments.

Twenty-three children were selected from the larger study sample for ethnographic case
studies. Using ethnographic methods, the case study component has focused on cultural
patterns within and across social settings, specifically schools and families, which
illuminate social processes (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). The ethnographic work has
employed in-depth interviewing with the teachers, other school personnel, parents or
other primary caregivers, and children themselves, as well as participant observations in
schools and classrooms, allowing ethnographers to create “thick” descriptions of social
interactions and environments and actors’ perspectives (Geertz, 1973). Fieldnotes,
memos and analytic writings inform ethnographers’ interpretations and analyses of data
from multiple informants.

As an illustration of our mixed method approach, this paper presents some of our initial
findings regarding the role of family-school communication in shaping children’s
developmental trajectories. Substantial research points to the potential benefit of family
involvement in education on children’s development and academic performance
(Henderson & Berla, 1994). Effective family-school communication is an essential
component of many family involvement activities (Epstein, 1995) and is thus of interest
to our inquiry.

!'Second authors contributed equally to this paper and have been listed alphabetically.
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Mixed Methods and Family-School Communication

Our discussion centers around three case study vignettes of children in the second grade.?
Each vignette highlights a different aspect of family-school communication, primarily
from the perspective of these children’s parents. Most importantly, the vignettes provide
examples of how ethnographic inquiry has deepened our understanding and added
complexity to our prior conceptions of family-school communication as initially reflected
in our quantitative work. This knowledge has then been used to inform the development
of subsequent quantitative measures in ways that move our inquiry beyond traditional
categories of home-school communication. The findings from our mixed method
approach also have implications for policy.

I. Parent-teacher conferences: Helping parents help their children

Beginning with quantitative findings. Our analysis began with an examination of the
quantitative data on family-school communication. In the first year of our study, findings
showed that 84% of parents reported that they had taken part in at least one parent-
teacher conference. In and of itself, this finding might suggest that there is a great deal of
positive communication between home and school, which presumably supports children’s
positive trajectories through school.

The contribution of ethnography. Our ethnographic work, however, alters our
interpretation of this finding and suggests that contextual factors may influence the extent
to which constructive communication occurs during conferences. Ethnography, which
makes use of participant observation (Spradley, 1980), can capture a parent-teacher
conference as it is occurring and provide a different view than would be derived from a
self-reported survey. Second, ethnography concerns itself with the culture and context of
social environments (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993), a perspective which can be more
difficult to access using quantitative measures.

In the following vignette, these ethnographic strategies highlight one mother’s experience
of a parent-teacher conference, and to uncover contextual factors that can contribute to
the effectiveness of conferences as vehicles for increasing parent-teacher collaboration
around homework and learning. This vignette, in particular, draws from an
ethnographer’s participant observation of a parent-teacher conference, and is thus written
in the ethnographer’s voice.?

Vignette I. According to his teacher, Johnny is a well-liked child with many friends,
good behavior in school, and below-grade level performance in math, reading, and
writing. I joined Johnny and Diane, his mother, in Johnny’s classroom for a parent-
teacher conference. Johnny's teacher, Ms. Jones, told us to sit at Johnny's desk. When we
sat down, Johnny excitedly showed us his work. Ms. Jones joined us after chatting

2 Names and other identifying information have been changed in the vignettes to protect
participants’ confidentiality.

3 While the other two vignettes also represent ethnographers’ analyses, they rely more on
ethnographic interviews and are written in the third person.
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briefly with another parent who decided to wait in the classroom. Ms. Jones spent the
next 30 minutes reviewing Johnny's math and language work, explaining to Diane how
she should help Johnny at home. Ms. Jones went through the work very quickly. She did
not pause to see if Diane understood her explanations or to ask if she had questions.
There were many complicated concepts to explain (especially the math concepts), and I
could see that Diane was having a hard time understanding. At one point, Diane looked at
a particular math question Johnny had done and said to me, "Look, Johnny got this
wrong." In fact, Johnny had been correct, but Diane had not understood the exercise.

Ms. Jones also showed Diane the specific areas in which Johnny was having trouble, such
as spelling. Diane seemed more and more worried as she realized the difficulties Johnny
was having. She kept saying, "All I see is that Johnny is doing badly."

When the teacher had gone over all the worksheets, she gave Johnny's report card to
Diane. By this time Johnny was exhausted, and even Diane was not paying much
attention. There was a series of 15-20 items, each corresponding to an academic or
behavioral skill. Mrs. Jones explained that each item was evaluated as unsatisfactory,
satisfactory or excellent. There was also a space for the teacher's written comments, but
Ms. Jones had not written anything.

The report card was very difficult to read; the language used was technical, and the print
was small. Even I had difficulty trying to figure out the specific areas in which Johnny
needed to improve. Ms. Jones did not go through each item with Diane or summarize the
information on the report card. She thought that Diane could read it in her own time.

Diane looked at the report card and immediately noticed that the majority of check marks
were in the unsatisfactory or “below-grade level” column. She turned to me and said, "Oh
no, I see that he's not doing well. It's that he rushes through his homework so that he can
go out to play and look [showing me some of Johnny's work] he doesn't take care of his
handwriting." Johnny then asked me, "What does 'unsatisfactory' mean?"

Identifying dimensions of home-school communication. Our analysis of this event

highlights several aspects of a parent-teacher conference that can influence its
effectiveness, including communication styles, relative emphasis on strengths or deficits,
and the public or private nature of communication.

First, the teacher's style of communication--specifically her lack of invitingness,
sensitivity and helpfulness--did not maximize the opportunity for communication that
supported Johnny’s learning. Despite her awareness of Diane's limited educational
background, the teacher seemed more interested in finishing the conference quickly than
with providing clear explanations or suggestions, perhaps due to her busy schedule of
conferences that day. She also introduced many new concepts and left no time for
questions. Second, the teacher emphasized Johnny's difficulties and excluded a
discussion of his strengths, but seemed unaware of or unconcerned by how this might
affect Diane or Johnny. In fact, from the ethnographer’s viewpoint, this emphasis
appeared to cause confusion for Johnny and stress for his mother. Third, throughout the
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conference another parent was present in the room. This lack of privacy could help
explain Diane's hesitancy in asking questions. Lastly, the complex nature of the report
card limited Diane's ability to learn how Johnny was doing at school.

From the viewpoint of the ethnographer, these factors reflect missed opportunities for the
teacher to provide Diane with ideas for supporting her son’s learning at home. Instead,
the outcomes of the conference for Johnny’s mother appear to be anxiety, exhaustion, and
misunderstanding.

Informing future data collection. While this observation generates new dimensions of
communication, it is just about this one example, and is specific to this one context. Ina
mixed method approach, ethnographic findings lead to new questions for future
quantitative methods to pursue, questions about how these communication factors apply
to a broader population and across different contexts. For example, questions to pursue
with the larger sample might be: How many other parents experience their parent-teacher
conferences as exhausting and discouraging? What is the relationship between these
conferences and other key dimensions of home-school communication?

II. Parent as “partner”? Parent involvement in school-based team meetings

Beginning with quantitative findings. Like conferences, school-based team meetings that
address individual children’s problems provide opportunities for collaboration between
families and schools. However, our quantitative data suggest that schools sometimes
neglect to involve parents in the process of addressing students’ problems at school. In
the first year of the study, for example, five families within the larger study sample
reported that no one had spoken to them about their children having learning or behavior
problems, yet each of these children’s teachers reported that the children had received
supplemental Title I services to assist with reading and math problems. This finding
suggests some level of disconnection between schools and parents of students with
learning difficulties, which could be due to numerous factors such as misunderstanding,
alienation, or insufficient communication.

The contribution of ethnography. Beginning to comprehend these dimensions is
facilitated by a deeper look at specific instances. The second vignette examines a school
meeting and illustrates the importance of maintaining personal communication between
school and home, treating parents as partners in the problem-solving process, and
attending to parents’ interpretations of school interventions. Ethnography is a
particularly well-suited method for exploring the construction of meaning. It is a method
that immerses researchers in a cultural context, with an intensity and long-term
involvement that can help build rapport between an ethnographer and his or her
participants and increase ethnographers’ understanding of the meaning that participants
attach to life events (Wolcott, 1995).

Vignette II. Jason has struggled with behavioral and anger-management problems since
the age of three. While capable of doing good work in school, these problems often
undermine Jason’s ability to learn and demonstrate use of new skills. In response to
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Jason’s difficulties, his mother, Sarah, has encouraged Jason to use his words more and
has enrolled him in counseling. She also makes a concerted effort to stay in touch with
Jason's teachers. School personnel whom the ethnographer has interviewed find Sarah
accessible, open, and cooperative.

Because of her close connection to the school and Jason’s teachers, Sarah was shocked
when the school called a meeting to discuss Jason’s problematic behavior, but from her
perspective, made little effort to include her. “I was not aware of all this [the school’s
concerns] goin’ on until they called this big meeting,” recalled Sarah. She received a
note in the mail asking her to call about setting up a meeting time, but felt that this note
did not reflect the urgency that the school intended. Sarah admitted later that she had not
found an opportunity to call. When she heard nothing more from the school, she finally
called Jim, a friend who runs an agency that provides social services to the family. He
had been asked by the school to attend the meeting which had been scheduled.

According to Sarah’s account, Jim was very surprised to learn from Sarah that no one had
called her about the meeting. Initially, Sarah felt that she had been intentionally left out
of the meeting, but later decided it was probably an oversight: “...Too many people
involved, too many people thinkin’ somebody else is gonna do it, and nobody did it.”

Despite the short notice, Sarah was able to attend the meeting, which she described as
“very, very intense.” She sat at a large table with six professionals, including Jim. If Jim
had not attended the meeting, Sarah said that she would have felt like it was “them
against me.” One service provider at the meeting recommended removing Jason
temporarily from the home and placing him in a residential school, a suggestion that
Sarah found particularly upsetting.

Exploring a parent’s construction of meaning. The meaning that Sarah makes of the team
meeting and the process surrounding it has implications for the quality of the
communication that occurs. Specifically, Sarah felt she never had a chance during the
meeting to explain the incident that had precipitated the meeting, in which Jason had
allegedly given his sister a black eye. Nor did she feel comfortable sharing her feelings
about not having been notified of the day and time of the meeting. When asked what
held her back, Sarah explained “I felt like...I was at a board meeting with all these people
looking at me as a parent, and it’s almost like I had failed...as a parent...I don’t look at
myself as being a professional person. I don’t look at myself as being like highly
intelligent. And here, these people have gone through four, five, six, seven, eight years
of college, and who am I to sit in here and tell them that I think I know my son better than
you...?”

Similar to the mother in the first vignette, Sarah is a parent with limited educational
background who felt dissmpowered by the process of communication with the school.
Two earlier unresolved issues also may have added to Sarah’s negative experience of the
meeting. First, Sarah already felt that the school had failed to honor her request in
assessing Jason’s problems. She had requested a psychological evaluation of Jason, yet
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the school refused. “Now you’re telling me I have a very, very violent child, but you
don't want a pysch. eval. done?”

Second, Sarah and school personnel seem to define children’s inappropriate behavior,
and the appropriate adult responses to it, differently. Compared to school personnel,
Sarah seems much less concerned about Jason’s behavior. She tends to focus more on
Jason’s loving side and remains confident that he will not harm anyone physically; others
worry that Jason might hurt a fellow student or a sibling. She explains, “You're talking
about an eight-year old child that has been abused, that has seen...extremely verbal, loud
verbal fights. This is the only way he knows to release his anger...And yes, I'm working
to change that, but you can't change it overnight.”

It is difficult to say at this point how, if at all, Sarah's negative feeling about the school’s
handling of the meeting will influence Jason’s pathway through school. These sorts of
incidents might bolster parents’ resolve to go outside the school system to secure services
for their children, which could distance children and families from schools and further
reduce home-school communication. Furthermore, such meetings may leave parents with
a sense that the school disapproves of their parenting practices, further discouraging
parents, particularly those who already struggle with low self-esteem, from future
collaboration with school personnel.

Informing future data collection. This case and others highlight parents’ experiences of
home-school communication and raise questions about convergent and divergent
perspectives across families and schools. To explore these multiple perspectives both
quantitatively and qualitatively, we developed two additional measures (i.e., surveys and
interview protocols) in which we ask parallel questions of parents, teachers and
principals.

III. Informal communication: Listening for silences

Beginning with quantitative findings. Our quantitative results indicate that informal
conversations between parents and teachers are the most frequent form of home-school
communication. Teachers reported engaging in informal meetings at the beginning or
end of the school day at least monthly with about half (52%) of the study families, and at
least weekly with about a third (37%) of the families.

The contribution of ethnography. The frequency of informal communications between
families and teachers suggests that it is a phenomenon worth exploring further to identify
important dimensions that might improve child outcomes. The third vignette shows how
ethnography can explore complex social dynamics of individual relationships,
specifically informal communication, and nest it in larger social systems, such as
neighborhoods and broader society. In particular, this case example portrays how
informal communication between a parent and teacher, although perceived by both as
mutually positive and constructive, nevertheless ignored key social dynamics involving
race, class and social mobility.

Vignette III. Martin is an eight-year-old African American boy who lives with his
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mother, Shareen, and her fiancé€ in a small town within an old industrial urban center.
While attending kindergarten, Martin and his family lived in a public housing
development that housed both African American and white families. Martin did
exceptionally well in kindergarten, both academically and socially. At the end of
kindergarten, Martin and his family moved out of the housing development and into a
mostly white working class neighborhood. In an ethnographic interview, Shareen
describes how this fulfilled her longtime dream to own her own home and to leave public
housing. However, it caused two major stresses for Martin. First, several of his new
neighbors, both adults and children, subjected him to frequent and severe racism,
including name calling and social ostracism. Second, Martin lost his former
neighborhood friends, primarily Black children, who now sometimes taunt Martin as "too
good for them." :

In first grade, Martin continued to out-perform most of the other students academically.
At the same time, he began to "act out” in the classroom, which resulted in his teacher
frequently contacting his mother. Both Shareen and Martin's teacher believed his
association with one of his former neighborhood friends was the primary source of his
difficulties in first grade. They actively collaborated to resolve this problem by
separating the two boys and emphasizing to Martin the need for greater self-control.

The degree of collaboration between Martin's mother and teacher is notable. Shareen did
not attend a single parent-teacher conference, but she spoke frequently with the teacher
by telephone, and her fiancé sometimes visited the classroom during school hours to
check on Martin's progress. Telephone conversations between Shareen and Martin's
teacher proved to be an especially effective form of communication, leading to a
collaborative intervention for addressing what his teacher defined as disruptive behavior.
When Martin "acted out," his teacher would call his mother at work. Shareen would then
speak with Martin on the phone, and this enabled Martin to "settle down" and comply
with expected classroom behavior. Martin’s anticipation of such phone contact also
seemed to prevent some of his disruptive behavior. Such a deterrent function was also
served by Shareen's grandmother who worked at the school and kept her eye on Martin.
Shareen explains: "But see, this time, my grandmother, she works at the school. . . and
she uh, requested this teacher she knows. I said, "You better watch it, 'cause Nanna will
be on you.”" This pattern of home-school communication was uniquely facilitated by
Shareen's initiative and availability during work hours, the teacher's flexibility and
dedication, and the family and school resources that permitted unscheduled phone
communication. This type of respectful, bi-directional, and consistent communication
pattern appeared to afford an effective collaboration.

While Martin's mother and teacher collaborated to address his problems, they did not
fully communicate with each other regarding their differing perspectives on the source or
context of these problems. Shareen viewed her son's anger and defiance as stemming, at
least in part, from their recent move from public housing to a more affluent white
neighborhood, resulting in Martin becoming a target of racism. Shareen actively
challenged the racist behavior of her white neighbors while also reinforcing the self-
esteem and pride of her son: "It was rough for awhile. He was really upset. But I would
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still like to talk to him and tell him, ‘that's just their ignorance, and their parents, and
there's really nothing we can do about it. That's just the way they think. That's their
problem.’" Yet she appears not have talked about this aspect of Martin's life with his
teacher, a white woman. In terms of Martin's former neighborhood friends, Shareen told
our ethnographers she considered them a "bad influence" on him, and indicated that one
of the reasons the family had moved was to get Martin away from such influences.
Unlike her keen awareness of the impact of white racism on her son, Shareen appeared to
lack an adequate understanding of the meaning of this loss for Martin.

Martin's teacher, in turn, appeared to be unaware of most of this context--namely Martin's
recent move out of public housing, the racism of his new neighbors, and his loss of
friends. She commented that many African American boys in the school were quick to
anger and to raise their fists at any perceived offense. Martin's teacher attributed this to
"the environment in which these children live" and their need to defend themselves from
its dangers. The dangers she perceived were the street life of public housing -- not the
racism of white homeowners or the social alienation accompanying social mobility. In
sum, Martin's teacher seemed to lack a contextualized understanding of Martin's
behavior. Despite the teacher's high regard for Martin and his family, communication
between teacher and family did not address the influences of racism and class-based
antagonism on his behavior.

Uncovering complexities and silences. This case example presents two surprising
findings. The first is that parent and teacher were able to make some progress in helping
Martin in school despite the lack of discussion of contextual issues. Second is that issues
of race and class remain hidden and unexpressed even when teacher and parents work
collaboratively and are in close personal contact. A general finding of our research is the
relative lack of communication about such matters either among school personnel or
between school personnel and parents. Despite the many hours of observations and
conversations we have carried out in the schools, we have not recorded one clear instance
where issues of race or class have been explicitly discussed among school personnel or
between home and school. It is difficult to determine at this stage in our research how
such silences influence the trajectories of individual children such as Martin. In this case,
mother and teacher were able to communicate and collaborate to help Martin handle his
immediate behavior problems. But given the importance of contextual understanding in
effective problem-solving, as well as the centrality of racism and class difference in
Martin and other children's lives, we are concerned that such silences could become a
major obstacle to these children's successful pathways through middle childhood.

Informing future quantitative work. We were able to use some of the basic ethnographic
findings about racism to pose brief closed-ended questions for the larger study sample.
Specifically, we asked parents about their and their children’s experiences of
discrimination based on their race, income level, ethnicity and language. We also
realized that some of the issues about race and racism could not be easily converted into a
quantitative inquiry. This was due in part to the complex and nuanced nature of the
issues and to participants’ potential reluctance to discuss such delicate topics unless in the
context of a deeper relationship with the interviewer--a context more easily provided

21§
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through an ethnographic approach.
Conclusion

The implications of our work are twofold. First, the thoughtful mixing of ethnography
and a quantitative approach can deepen current conceptions of education issues. As the
discussion has illustrated, our mixed method approach used ethnographic discoveries to
guide the development and revision of our quantitative measures and provide a richer
understanding of home-school communication.

As highlighted by the vignettes, ethnography has brought particular methodological
strengths to our analysis. The three vignettes highlight a few of these strengths. In the
first vignette, participant observation revealed factors related to the effectiveness of
conferences in supporting children’s learning. In the second vignette, an ethnographic
interview revealed one parent’s construction of a school’s attempts to address her child’s
behavior problems. And the third vignette uncovered the complexity and contradictions
of race, racism, and informal communication between home and school for one African
American child.

The home-school communication theme we explored in this initial mixed method
analysis also suggests lessons for educational practice and policy. We have learned of
the prevalence of parent attendance at parent-teacher conferences and caught glimpses of
the underutilized potential of conferences. Especially in a time when the political climate
is supporting attendance at conferences, fostering conditions that optimize these
opportunities for constructive home-school communication is essential.*

We have learned of schools’ attempts to address children’s academic and behavior
problems without fully engaging parents in this process, and of the potentially
intimidating and alienating effect this may have on parents. A next step in our research
will be to explore the perspectives of teachers and school personnel, to discover their
view of home-school communication and the challenges they identify in communicating
with parents.

Our mixed method work also suggests that informal patterns of family-school
communication are frequent and can be capitalized on to promote children’s successful
pathways through elementary school. The work also suggests that families and schools
must learn to talk openly about the multiple contexts of children’s lives, including their
experiences of race and racism, if they are to understand and increase children’s
opportunities for success.

4 A proposed expansion of the Family and Medical Leave Act may permit time off for
employees to attend parent-teacher conferences (State of the Union Address, 1997), a
suggestion which many employers have already adopted (Family Involvement
Partnership for Learning website, 1997).

10
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